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Paths to the unknown: dispersal during the early life of ﬁshes1
Hubert Keckeis, Catriona Clemmesen, Paul Humphries, and Su Sponaugle
Abstract: The special issue brings together selected contributions from the 39th Annual Larval Fish Conference hosted by the
University of Vienna, Austria, and presents the latest research and understanding of dispersal patterns and processes of early life
stages of ﬁshes of various aquatic environments around theworld (open ocean, coastal areas, estuaries, and rivers). An important
component of this compendium is to indicate new approaches and to outline the importance of integration of information about
movements and dispersal for recruitment, population dynamics, species conservation, and management issues.
Résumé : Le présent numéro spécial réunit des communications choisies présentées au 39e congrès annuel sur les larves de
poisson, qui s’est tenu a` l’Université de Vienne (Autriche), et présente les plus récents travaux, et la compréhension qui en
découle, sur les motifs et processus de dispersion des premiers stades de vie de poissons de différents milieux (haute mer, zones
littorales, estuaires et rivières) aux quatre coins du monde. Un aspect important de ce recueil est qu’il décrit de nouvelles
approches et souligne l’importance de l’intégration de l’information sur les déplacements et la dispersion pour l’étude du
recrutement, de la dynamique des populations, de la conservation des espèces et des enjeux touchant a` la gestion. [Traduit par
la Rédaction]
The special issue brings together selected contributions from
the 39th Annual Larval Fish Conference hosted by the University
of Vienna, Austria, and presents the latest research and under-
standing of dispersal patterns and processes of early life stages of
ﬁshes. The main aim was to identify and describe the abiotic (e.g.,
temperature, habitat, hydraulics, hydrodynamics) and biotic (e.g.,
growth, feeding, genetics, energetics, species speciﬁcity, species
interactions, development, morphology, life history) factors that
inﬂuence the capacity or outcome of larval ﬁsh dispersal patterns
and processes. An important component of this compendium is to
outline the consequences of these ﬁndings for recruitment, pop-
ulation dynamics, conservation, and management in different
aquatic environments around the world.
Overall, 15 contributions from 13 countries present information
about changing morphometric relationships during early ontog-
eny and the consequences for dispersal, ﬁeld observations of spa-
tiotemporal dispersal patterns in rivers, estuaries, and oceans,
extent of and connectivity with spawning grounds, patterns of
settlement (recruitment) to reefs, behavior patterns of ﬁsh larvae
in ﬂow, and dispersal modelling (Table 1). The largest number of
the studies was conducted in freshwater environments, seven in
rivers and one in a ﬂuvial lake, followed by investigations in ma-
rine environments (ﬁve), and two that analyzed the spatiotempo-
ral distribution of larvae in estuaries. Ten of the studies were
conducted in the ﬁeld; three studies report ﬁndings of in vitro
experiments and cultured individuals, and two studies summa-
rize published knowledge about larval dispersal in oceans and
rivers. The primary method for obtaining information about dis-
persing larvae is active net sampling in the marine environment
and passive drift nets in rivers (Table 2). The length of studies
ranges between 1 and 12 months: ﬁve studies focus on a single
species; two studies focus on catadromous eels; and eight studies
examine multispecies assemblages.
Knowledge of the dispersal ecology of the early life stages of
ﬁshes is urgently needed (Lechner et al. 2016) for further under-
standing of population dynamics, for environmental protection
and species conservation, for ﬁsheries management, and restora-
tion ecology. Previous studies have revealed high larval mortality
rates and, despite highly variable hydrodynamic conditions, un-
expectedly high levels of self-recruitment in several oceanic envi-
ronments (coastal and reef systems; Pineda et al. 2007). Studies in
fast-ﬂowing rivers, where most offspring are assumed to be trans-
ported downstream, have revealed that early stages can settle in
close vicinity to release points or even move upstream in the
nearshore zones (Schludermann et al. 2012). To obtainmore infor-
mation on recruitment and population connectivity, knowledge
of the origin of larvae (i.e., location and extent of spawning
grounds, time of reproduction), their trajectories from spawning
areas to nursery habitats (path, duration, distance), as well as
information about the quantity and speciﬁc characteristics of dis-
persers is critical. Early paradigms of passive dispersal of early
stages of ﬁsh have been challenged by ﬁndings that clearly
showed the capacity of larvae to orient and move directionally
towards nursery habitats (Leis et al. 2011). Irrespective of the sys-
tem (marine–freshwater, lotic–lentic), the knowledge of species-
speciﬁc, autecological requirements of spawning areas, connectivity
between spawning areas and nursery habitats, as well as survival
during drift periods is still rather limited.
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Deﬁning the area of reproduction remains a challenging re-
search topic in many different aquatic systems (oceans, rivers,
lakes), as information necessary for conservation and manage-
ment for many species is simply not available in the required
detail. In this issue, three studies present new information about
the sources of larval production. Höfﬂe et al. (2018) show that
although the spawning grounds of commercially important dem-
ersal ﬁsh species in the North Sea appear broadly constant, the
centers of egg abundance vary yearly. Moreover, environmental
factors, such as temperature, salinity, bottom depth, and density
gradient, were important explanatory variables for the probabil-
ity of occurrence and abundance of eggs. Lazartigues et al. (2018)
used biochemical analysis of otoliths to measure the contribution
of different spawning areas to the yearly production of a species of
high ﬁsheries importance. This study provides, for the ﬁrst time,
detailed, qualitative, and quantitative information on the recruit-
ment process with regard to the connectivity of spawning areas
and nurseries in a large ﬂuvial lake system. These data are essen-
tial for the management and rebuilding of the ﬁsh stocks and
shed new light on ﬁsh population dynamics in large freshwater
systems.
Another approach by Westerberg et al. (2018) to locate the
spawning area and time of European (Anguilla anguilla) and Amer-
ican (Anguilla rostrata) eels used backtracked trajectories and
spawning times back-calculated from individual length and
growth rates to show that a large portion of the larvae are trapped
in a retention area south of the Subtropical Frontal Zone. There is
large interannual variability in the leptocephali that escape and
become entrained in the Gulf Stream system, due to prevailing
oceanographic and climatic factors that alter the dispersion from
the retention area. Miller and Tsukamoto (2017) review the state of
knowledge of the biology and ecology of oceanic dispersal of lep-
tocephali, summarizing information on spawning areas, food and
feeding, transport, and the consequences for recruitment.
Whereas retentionmay be disadvantageous for eel larvae, these
mechanisms play an important role in self-recruitment in ocean-
ographically dynamic regions. Shulzitski et al. (2018) demonstrate
the importance of mesoscale eddies for retention of locally
spawned larvae. They describe species-speciﬁc and temporally
variable impacts of these vortices on larval distribution and trans-
port and differences in larval survival inside and outside of eddies.
Retention mechanisms also may play a crucial role for dispersal
and recruitment for ﬁsh inhabiting lotic freshwater environ-
ments (Schiemer et al. 2001).
Owing to the continuous movement of water, it has been as-
sumed that early stages of ﬁsh in rivers behave like passive parti-
cles. Pavlov and Mikheev (2017) outline how the drift of larvae
from several riverine ﬁsh species in different rivers reﬂect move-
ments between well-deﬁned habitats and that the adaptive value
of downstreammigration is not only for dispersal. Bymaintaining
aggregations and synchrony of migratory activity, downstream
movement also promotes the integrity of the populations. An
experimental study by Zens et al. (2018) that analyzed individual
movement trajectories of a ﬂuvial ﬁsh species showed that swim-
ming activity, direction of movement, and orientation towards a
current vector led to larval dispersal paths and distances that
deviated from those of passive particles, even at overcritical cur-
rent situations. The movement patterns observed in this study
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served as a basis of a correlated random walk model (Glas et al.
2017), which, when coupled with a 3D hydrodynamic model, en-
able prediction of the effects of discharge, bed morphology, as
well as restoration measures on the distribution patterns of the
early stages of ﬁsh in rivers. Lechner et al. (2018) show in their ﬁeld
experiment that the drift mode and spatial drift patterns of
marked and recaptured larvae differ substantially from simul-
taneously released, passively drifting plastic particles. In this
environment, the interrelationship of discharge and inshoremor-
phology are relevant factors that inﬂuence the dispersal of the
early stages. These ﬁndings have important implications for river
management, especially in light of human alterations in this sys-
tem.
In their study on the drift and dispersal of ﬁsh larvae down-
stream of the Three Georges Dam, China, Song et al. (2018) ob-
served a gradient of larval abundance, a temporal shift of peak
abundance, as well as changes in the growth rates of four ﬁsh
species with increasing distance from the dam. As the reproduc-
tive output from a historical spawning area close to the dam was
reduced, the role and function of tributaries located further
downstream became more important for recruitment of these
important species.
Tributaries play a highly decisive role for amphidromous ﬁsh
species, even in an island environment. Accessibility and connec-
tivity of tributaries have direct effects on the species occurrence
and recruitment. Lagarde et al. (2017) report that larvae of amphi-
dromous gobies predominantly disperse during the period of
highest ﬂow, which can be interpreted as a strategy to reduce the
risk of predator-induced mortality. They show that larval drift
measurements provide qualitative information about spawning
and growing habitats located upstream and enable the evaluation
of species richness of the river system.
River estuaries are important transition zones with a highly
diverse ﬁsh fauna, which beneﬁts from a high productivity, and
serve as nursery areas for marine as well as freshwater species.
Ramos et al. (2017) show that for the dispersal of the offspring of
migrant species, connectivity and seasonal conditions are impor-
tant factors, and Rousseau et al. (2018) found a high portion of
co-occurring species that spend their whole life in the estuary,
probably with a low dispersion of larvae.
Previous literature reviews have suggested that future experi-
mental work should focus on the processes involved in larval ﬁsh
navigation andmotion capacities and their internal state (Lechner
et al. 2016). Such information is essential to improve biophysical
models, which are a powerful tool for understanding dispersal,
andwill shed light onmovement paths and settlement behaviour.
In this context, a detailed knowledge of early ontogeny of a
single species is advantageous, as morphological features corre-
late with the development of sensory, feeding, and respiratory
systems and thus relevant behavioural (orientation) and move-
ment (swimming) capabilities. Eshaghzadeh et al. (2017) apply a
new analytical method that deﬁnes different growth stanzas from
morphometric characters of a highly endangered, commercially
important species. Data from this type of study can be used to
relate the timing of development with ﬁeld observations (i.e.,
initiation of drift, settlement, etc.). Piercy et al. (2018) shed new
light on the process of settlement for ﬁsh settling to reefs. By
increasing the temporal resolution of settlement sampling, they
reveal a highly clustered, species-speciﬁc temporal pattern of set-
tlement.
This special issue presents an update of the urgently needed
knowledge of dispersal ecology of the early life stages of ﬁshes for
further understanding of population dynamics, ﬁsheries manage-
ment, and state of the art drift model development and applica-
tion required for better environmental protection and species
conservation, as well as restoration ecology.
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